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Abstract
Survey response rates and response quality are declining in most markets, threatening the
viability of many established research techniques. One attempt to combat this has been to
make survey completion more convenient for respondents, with on-line surveys being an
example of this. This paper looks at respondent attitudes to demographic questions in on-line
surveys – questions that are crucial for many analysis practices and yet often have the highest
non-completion rates. The exploratory survey conducted here (n=198) examined attitudes
towards surveys and empirically examined the reasons behind non-completion and intentions
to give misleading information. The results suggest that general attitudes towards providing
demographic data in on-line surveys are related to the likely response behaviour, and the
more uncomfortable someone claims to be with providing this data, the more likely they will
be to either omit a response or exit the survey altogether. Past experience with on-line
surveys increases the chances of respondents answering completely and accurately and in
most cases, significantly reduces the likelihood of exiting the survey completely if asked these
questions. Finally, there is some evidence that providing broad categorical response options
is preferred to more specific categories or open text boxes, and this may represent the best
technique for improving response rates and quality.
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Introduction and Research Questions
Research often involves the use of questionnaires to obtain respondents’ self-reports of how
they intend to behave in specific situations. However, increasingly low response rates and
poor data quality impact upon the validity and reliability of self-report data (McDonald and
Adam, 2003; Barnett, 1998; Mehta and Sivadas, 1995). One type of primary data of great
interest to marketers is the respondent’s socio-demographic characteristics such as age,
ethnicity, income, sex and education. They are included in virtually all questionnaires as they
provide classificatory data, enabling researchers to profile the respondent sample
(Parasuraman, Grewal, and Krishnan 2004). Socio-demographic data is also useful in
assisting marketers in identifying consumer needs, segmenting the market, targeting relevant
segments and using the marketing mix to position the product in the minds of consumers.
Respondents are often hesitant, however, to divulge information they consider personal in
nature. West (1999) suggested that income and gender are commonly considered “taboo”
areas. Not surprisingly, Hornik, Zaig, and Shadmon (1991) reported high rates of refusal to
answer questions about personal income. Response bias deals with differences between
respondents’ reported answers and actual (or true) values of a survey item (Kent, 2001). To
create a favourable impression, a respondent may inflate their income or overstate their
education; respectable answers may be given to enhance prestige (Zikmund, 2001). Although
researchers use various tactics to minimise response error (e.g., assurances of anonymity and
confidentiality, using categorical rather than continuous response options), the reliability and
validity of socio-demographic data often remains questionable.
The Internet has been posited as offering numerous advantages over traditional methods of
primary data collection, in particular, faster turnaround, reduced costs, higher response rates,
lower respondent error; broader stimuli potential via the inclusion of graphics, colour and
sound; flexibility in the form of adaptive questioning; and even greater enjoyment (Forrest,
1999; Kehoe and Pitkow, 1996). It has been demonstrated that the use of electronic survey
methods can cut costs by 25 to 40% and provide results in half the time it takes to do
traditional surveys (McDaniel and Gates, 2002). There are, however, a similar number of
disadvantages to using electronic surveys (see McDonald and Adam, 2003 for a summary).
Fears of misuse of respondent information in particular, may actually be intensified in the on-
line environment (Cho and LaRose, 1999). As such, many people are more apprehensive
about giving out personal information about themselves on-line than they would be through
other methods, fearing the information given may be abused (Weissbach, 1997). Sproull and
Kiesler (1986) found that computer-interviewed respondents answered more questions than
those respondents who filled in a paper survey. However, like most other surveys, there is no
guarantee that the respondent does not provide false information. Whether there is an
increased or reduced tendency to do so on the Internet is yet to be confirmed (Forrest, 1999).
Presently, little is known about the relationship between respondents’ attitudes towards socio-
demographic questions, and their intentions to answer questions of this nature honestly in on-
line questionnaires. Do respondents select options that do (or do not) portray their actual
circumstances? Are there specific socio-demographic questions that potential respondents are
more sensitive towards? Does the use of categorical rather than continuous response options
reduce respondent error? In addressing these questions, this exploratory study seeks to offer
insight to researchers seeking to minimise respondent error in on-line surveys.
Potential respondents have five options in regard to how they approach a request to participate
in an on-line survey. They may 1) not participate at all; 2) exit mid-survey; 3) omit some
responses; 4) select options representing actual circumstance(s); or 5) select options not
representing actual circumstance(s). Clearly, non-response error and response bias are
reduced if the potential respondent agrees to participate in the study, completes all questions
and selects the most appropriate response representing their actual circumstance. One way to
understand what drives consumer decisions is to examine underlying consumer attitudes. Past
research contends that specific attitude measures will be good predictors of intentions and
behavior (Bobbitt and Dabholkar, 2001). Thus, if a respondent is completely comfortable
when asked a question about income (i.e., they have a positive attitude towards answering
questions of this nature) it follows that they will not only answer the question, but answer it
honestly. Alternatively, if a respondent is not comfortable when asked a question about
income, they may be more inclined to omit a response to this question, provide a false answer
or exit the survey completely. Thus, the following hypothesis will be tested:
H1: There is a positive relationship between respondents’ level of comfort towards specific
socio-demographic questions and their intention to answer these questions in an on-line
questionnaire completely and honestly.
For reasons of security and privacy, some respondents are hesitant to provide socio-
demographic information on-line. In a study by Jackson and DeCormier (1999), many
respondents indicated that they considered on-line surveys to be an invasion of privacy.
Andrews, Preece and Turoff (2002) concluded that many potential respondents expressed
distrust and concern about the privacy and appropriateness of the on-line community medium.
Unfortunately for the researcher, a perceived lack of privacy or security may result in
respondents misrepresenting information or omitting responses. We would therefore expect
that those respondents with experience of on-line surveys would be more trusting and less
concerned about privacy and security issues. Thus, the following hypothesis is tested here:
H2: There is a positive relationship between experience in completing on-line surveys and a
willingness to respond accurately to demographic questions.
Methodology
This research employed both qualitative and quantitative methods in that both semi-structured
in-depth interviews and self-administered questionnaires were employed. Initially, the
exploratory qualitative component (a series of semi-structured interviews) of the study
enabled researchers to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the area under investigation.
The findings informed the design of the self-administered questionnaire and, ultimately, the
interpretation of results. With respect to the self-administered questionnaire, 10 respondents
were initially recruited to pre-test the questionnaire design. This gave rise to very minor
changes in wording and layout. The target population for the self-administered questionnaire
(and the depth interviews) consisted of the on-campus undergraduate and postgraduate student
population at one campus of an Australian university. Students are considered to be a good
representation of the typical Internet user (Rosen, Sears, and Weil, 1987), but in any case
were deemed a suitable sample given the exploratory nature of the research. The
questionnaire was administered in class and classes with student numbers over 50 were
selected at random. A screening question was used to identify the level of Internet experience
of students. Students with Internet experience were asked to complete the self-administered
questionnaire at the beginning or end of the class, depending on the instructor’s preference.
On-line administration of the questionnaire was chosen specifically with this group, as they
had expressed a preference for electronic surveys in the qualitative research phase.
Findings
Two hundred and twenty-one questionnaires were completed over a four-week period.
Twenty-three respondents, however, rated the accuracy of their responses as less than 3 (on a
1-5 scale, with a 1 = very inaccurate, and a 5 = very accurate). These cases were subsequently
excluded from further analysis to increase the reliability and validity of the research findings.
The remaining 198 cases form the basis of the analysis presented here. The sample
demographic variables were compared to overall statistics on the student population and
found to representative. As a starting point, we examined the means for each of the possible
response options to each of the demographic questions. The results (Table 1) show that, in this
case, respondents were significantly more likely to respond accurately to questions about age,
and less likely to be accurate about income. Gender questions are unlikely to be omitted, and
unlikely to cause respondents to exit. Income questions are more sensitive though, leading
respondents to be significantly more likely to exit the survey rather than answer them, or
simply not answer that question.
Hypothesis One was tested by correlating the degree to which an individual reported that they
were comfortable with answering questions on that topic with the likelihood of them
undertaking one of four key actions. Comfort levels were measured on a scale of 1-7 (where a
1 = “not at all comfortable”, and a 7 = “completely comfortable”). The actions studied were to
either give misleading information, to select the response that best represents the true details,
to not answer that question or to exit the survey immediately. The results, for the variables of
Age, Gender, Ethnicity and Income are shown in Table 2.
Table 1: Breakdown of Intended Responses to Demographic Questions
Likelihood of … (7 point scale, 1 = “highly unlikely”,
7 = “highly likely”)
Selecting most
appropriate option
Selecting an
inaccurate option
Omitting response
to this question
Exiting survey
at this point
Age 5.76** 2.50 2.80 2.16
Gender 5.64 2.34 2.59** 2.12*
Ethnicity 5.48 2.41 2.83 2.39
Income 4.51** 3.45** 3.62** 3.01**
D
em
og
ra
ph
ic
qu
es
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on
Averages across all
demographics 5.35 2.68 2.96 2.42
Significantly different from the average at the 0.01 (**) or 0.05 (*) level, n = 198.
Table 2: Correlation of Attitudes Towards Answering Sensitive Questions with Intended
Behaviours
Likelihood of … (7 point scale, 1 = “highly unlikely”,
7 = “highly likely”)
Selecting most
appropriate option
Selecting an
inaccurate option
Omitting response
to this question
Exiting survey at
this point
Age 0.31 -0.43 -0.25 -0.47
Gender 0.30 -0.40 -0.16 -0.38
Ethnicity 0.24 -0.34 -0.38 -0.46
Se
lf
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ep
or
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 …
Income 0.43 -0.34 -0.44 -0.40
All (Pearson) Correlations shown are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed), n = 198.
Hypothesis two was tested through a simple comparison of means (t-test for equality of
means, differences significant at 0.05 level are bolded in Table 3). As expected, those with
prior experience with on-line surveys were consistently less likely to omit responses, falsify
information and exit the survey. Although in the expected direction, not all differences were
statistically significant. Most noteworthy is that on three out of the four variables, those with
no prior on-line survey experience are significantly more likely to exit the survey altogether.
The responses to income questions, notably more negative overall than responses to the other
demographics, were not significantly different – experience does not seem to reduce
respondent concerns about answering these questions.
Table 3: The Impact of Experience on Stated Response Likelihoods
Have you previously completed
an on-line survey?
Yes
(n=121)
No
(n=51) Total
 Response Options:
(7 point scale, 1 = “highly unlikely”, 7 = “highly likely”) Mean Mean Mean
likely to omit response: age 2.74 2.98 2.81
likely to select option not actual circ: age 2.28 2.87 2.46
likely to select appropriate: age 5.88 5.53 5.77
likely to exit: age 1.95 2.49 2.11
likely to omit response: gender 2.52 2.73 2.58
likely to select option not actual circ: gender 2.20 2.53 2.29
likely to select appropriate: gender 5.70 5.40 5.61
likely to exit: gender 1.92 2.49 2.09
likely to omit response: ethnicity 2.74 3.29 2.90
likely to select option not actual circ: ethnicity 2.15 2.73 2.32
likely to select appropriate: ethnicity 5.48 5.50 5.49
likely to exit: ethnicity 2.22 2.92 2.42
likely to omit response: income 3.46 3.8 3.56
likely to select option not actual circ: income 3.30 3.61 3.39
likely to select appropriate: income 4.56 4.54 4.56
likely to exit: income 2.75 3.31 2.92
Means shown in bold are significantly different at the 0.05 level
Conclusion
With the issue of declining response rates to surveys threatening survey research practices and
a number of unknowns about the way in which on-line questionnaires might be addressed, this
research sought to explore the attitudes held be respondents towards answering important
demographic questions on-line.
The findings, whilst preliminary, suggest that there is some discomfort with providing
personal demographic data in on-line surveys, and there was a strong correlation between the
level of discomfort felt by a potential respondent and how they reacted to being asked these
questions. Put simply, the more uncomfortable a respondent is with providing demographic
details, the more likely they are to mislead, or exit the survey. Of great concern is the
significantly higher likelihood of respondents omitting answers, exiting surveys and giving
inaccurate responses when faced with a question relating to income.  A common demographic
used to segment many markets, income data clearly must be collected with caution, and the
results treated with some suspicion.
Looking at the link between experience and intended behaviors, we see support for the idea
that people who are inexperienced with on-line surveys will be more likely to exit the survey.
However, the use of experience with on-line surveys as a measure to predict likely responses
is problematic. Those with less experience with respect to on-line surveys may have been
equally exposed to survey invitations, yet preferred not to respond. Nevertheless, new recruits
to on-line panels would need to be counselled carefully on the information they will be
required to give and why they are being asked to give it. Clearly respondents have
preferences, though, for the manner in which they respond to demographic questions, and the
results suggest that concerns may be mitigated by choosing response options that are more
categorical in nature than continuous for questions relating to income and age. Categorical
response options for questions of this nature may increase respondents’ perceived anonymity
such that item-omission and response bias are reduced.  The focus of this paper is on the
influence of attitudes on intentions, but the results suggest future research should be
supplemented by actual (re)actions of respondents.
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